Poison center planning for mass gatherings: the Georgia Poison Center experience with the 1996 Centennial Olympic Games.
The host city for the Olympic Games needs to prepare for "the world" to visit. This article is the first published report describing the impact of an event such as the Olympics on poison center services. We evaluated our operations and identified potential new demands. Operational aspects reviewed included: staffing; communication with foreign language callers; knowledge of international drug products; telephone access; procedures for disaster response and recovery; poison treatment protocols; and handling of hazardous material releases. We collaborated with local, state, and federal planners to delineate the poison center role and to develop protocols for use in a poisoning, including a hazardous material's release at a densely populated site. We enhanced our capability to respond to unusual incidents by forming new alliances. Fortunately, no such events occurred; these plans were therefore not tested. The Georgia Poison Center developed and implemented new capabilities for the Centennial Olympic Games. Immediate access to poison center resources would have facilitated the care of poisoned patients at multiple hospitals if this had become necessary. Communities preparing for mass gatherings should capitalize on the common interests of poison centers, hazardous materials specialists, and public safety agencies. Preparations should emphasize the most likely events, while recognizing the possibility of the unexpected. Planning an integrated response allows the talents and resources of participating agencies to be maximally utilized.